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‘An exploratory study of approprlate models for an
efficient and effectlve national research center on adult llteracy in
Canada used. an: 1nformal survey of documents, a convenience sample of

.people who have some: stake or experience in adult literacy and/or

research ade.nJ.stratJ.on, and J.nformatJ.on about some existing. and

Aproposed research 1nst1tutlons in Canada and. the United States. The

1nst1tutlons ‘Were the Centre for the Study of Adult ‘Literacy at
Carleton Unlverslty, Brock Unlverslty, McLuhan Program ;in Gulture and

"TechnologY, theracy ahd: Language Iraining Resource Centre, St.
Francis XaV1er Unlverslty, Hemorlal Unlvers_ty of Newfoundland,

xInstltute for the Study of Adult theracy and the L1teracy Research
Center ‘at Penn State Unlverslty, Center for -Applied Linguistics, and.
the proposed u. S. Natlonal Center for Adult L1teracy. The critical
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a d1rector, board of trustees, and. a .vermanent Staff of two or three.

An alternate recommendation is a combination center -such as the
Center for Applled Linguistics and a foundation. (CHL)
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The research question I have addressed in this brief study is what would models
be for-(an) efficient and effective national research centré(s) on-adult literacy in-Canada.
Tn studying -this question I have conducted an informal survey of, documents and a
‘conhvenience sample of people who have some stake/experience in the ‘fields of adult
literacy -and/or résearch: administration, -and. researched.and described i general terms
some existing’ résearch institutions in Canada and the U. S. From an analysis of these
.data:l have;giiscus‘sefdia-—nh;nber of critical factors that-die participant_s:(intenriewees) felt
were important in developing 2 reseaich. centre modél. I have. added: to these from my

s

own - éxpérience :to “round. out. the -possibilities. Next, I have described some classical

“ tnodels. with comments on their advantages and disadvantages in light of real models

described and the:views of the participants. Finally, I have made sqme:Sug_g'eStions about

‘
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_ preferred models and furthet :courses- of ‘action.

, From the beginning I wish to make it clear that I have tried to keep-an opéen mind
on what ‘research’ -is.. There is much: needed adult literacy work:that might be classified
as research ‘in hopes that it will receive funding under that rebric or because it is seen as
research from-certain perspectives. In‘the first-few sections of this jpaper, I have not tried
to make distinctions in this area, but 1ater in-the paper I-attempt to find categorizations

of work in adult literacy that can be placed in' contexts in which it can best be-advanced.
For these reasons I have expanded the examples and discussion.in this report away-from
.a central. focus on university research centres (a focus implied in the statement of work
for letter of agreement for. this study) and have included other kinds of institutional

-options throughout. Since I have -included many. university related examples, I hope that
this approach is acceptable to.those who have -commissioned this- study.

This study s pufely exploratory and cannot ‘be-considered.to. be-systematic in that
the sample. of participants (interviewees) was not rationalized nor was an interview.
scheduqud;e“vglopéd for my conversations with the participants. There are-two reasons for:
this. First, T- undertook the work at short notice, ‘had a_ short timeframe-in which to
complete the study;.and the budget was very small. Secondly, the topics of research and

literacy are-vast, complex, and a ‘minefield of conténtious academic, political, and social
views. - Theréfore, my interview strategy -‘was_ to tell participants, who represented a
‘considerable range of experience in the literacy field, that 1 was studying models for

national research centres on literacy and to let them react to that as they would in hopes
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of gaining a. perspective o as ‘many dimensions -as possible, I am pleased to say that
Vvirtually all thesinterviews were as voluable, constructive, informed, and-interesting as I had
hoped. I interviewed 19 participants. in all inchuding: all but orie of those (or theit
designates) suggested by National Litéracy Secretariat staff. Unfortunateiy I was riot able
tc -contact Serge Wagner' of UQAM despite repeated calls. His views from- the
Francophone perspective would have added greatly to this report. Idid not interview any
representatives of literacy advocacy or delivery orgaiiizations because it was.suggested to
me that I keep -the profile. of this.study low. I took.the. position that, if I. interviewed
some-of these key players’in- this. casual-study, a-general concern-would bé: raised in this

-constituency- that they-were. not-formally being consulted. It 1s essentialthat these groups

be consulted, but in a large-scale and systematic way. In addition to the inteviews, I read
a number of documents which proposed literacy research facilities or described existing
ones. Please see the appendix for a list of participants and documents consulted.

In-light of thé limited -and exploratorji\paiﬂfe-‘of this-stady, I have -compiled and

analysed the data.qualitatively. Each-item in the discussion:below is based on_statements
by at least one participant or document;. where ‘participants- disagreed I note both'sides;
and Thote precise statements of some Pparticipants where -appropriate. I have added
some points-of my own:in the-section:-on ciiscal factors in order to add 6 the range of
possibilities. The final section on suggestions reflects my personal.analysis-of the foregoing

sections -but I note thé views of participants-there ‘as - well.

Some Existing and Proposed Literacy Research- Institutions

‘The following. are -dt}s&_:riptiqns of someae;:i'stiqg and proposed institutions- that
involve research on.adult literacy. Because they-are all different in many ways, no.attempt

was made to compare tliem systematically. ‘Comments made by those interviewed on-the.

advantages and’ disadvantages. of their institutions are included.

Carleton University in Ottawa has a research unit- called -the Centre for the- Study
of Adult Literacy. Dr: Stan Jones is-the Director and-he:reports to the Dean of Graduate
Studies:and Research. The centre conducts research projects, largely related to testing at
the moment, with funding from various government sources, and cooperates.with- other

“non-governmental agencies ifi projéct werk. It has a growirig collection of information and-

materials on .adult literacy with an emphasis' on hard to get -and- ephemeral material.

-Support for- the centre comes'from research grants from governments, provincial support

for. research from the Ministry of Colleges and Universities, revenues fr- - the sales of
tests, Ontario work/study programs which employ students to work in' the :it, and small
amounts of money from the NGOs which the centre has helped. Dr.. Jones, as Director,
makes-the decisions with the approval of the Dean. At the moment the céntre has no
advisory board of external specialists. He ‘maintains informal connections with. other
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relevant institutions such-as the Literacy Volunteers of America Centre i Syracuse. He

made a point of the.importance.to him: of ‘having contacts with a variety of organizations
‘through -computer -electronic mail.

Dr. Jories undérstands the strengths: of the centre to include knowledge of the

literature, knowledge of 'réscé;_chmethods, and- technical skills (such as librurianship) that
an academic:institution: can offer. He notes that relations between university researchers
and literacy practitioners.are coniplicated.. He expects practitioners to-define the problems

for research. and he ‘can-offér help-on research methods and the literature on what has

beén dong elsewhere. - He-believes:that literacy practitionérs can get the skills to do good
research. One of the problems in this aréa involves the complex and differing sets of

learned behaviours. and assumptions inherent in ‘the roles of academics, literacy
practitioners; -and literacylearniers. A problem in establishing a framework for-research
in the-centre: is to draw the line bétween. literacy :and -other forms of “adult eddcation.
NGOs would.like to have materials developed, but that tends to be difficult and expensive.
On the other hand, it is important for practitioners to get support for their work in this
area and to-get.it-disseminated. | ’

My understanding.of this centre, based on my-conversation with Dr, Jones, is that
it is largely a oné man operation, supported by the university, (1) which _collects -and
disseminates- literacy materials that would other wise be difficult for local literacy
préctitioners to-get access to, ((2) which conducts literacy research, largely on testing,

sponsored by various government bodies, and (3) which consults and:cooperates with local

literacy agencies-in research and-development -work which they have initiated. As far as
I-can tell:the impact is limited to the applications.of the research Dr. Jones is contracted
to do and the role he plays in the local literacy network. I see-this centre as a.small but
effective example-of cooperation between an académic within a university:and governments
arid local practitioners which have problems.that-need to be solved.

Dr. Jim Wagner runs a reading research-and dia‘gnoétic clinic at Brock -University.
in.St.. Catharines. ‘(Réader be warned: there are three people mentioned in ‘this study

named Wagner.) This clinic, which is a.self-supporting unit within the university through

fees from:clients, mainly provides-a reading -diagnostic service and conducts research.on
literacy- acquisition .of children. It has staff-from within the university and relations with

othiéF -exteriial ageficies for reféfrali. ~This unit has become-involved-with-adult literacy

since it has subcontracted to work on assessment and-treatment of learning -disabilities in
the Ontario section of Luubach Literacy of Canada’s. Industrial Literacy Project. My

understanding from the interview was that two kinds of problems had ariser in the

relationship ‘with Laubach on. this project. One was in communicating a fundamental
distinction in adult-literacy research.and treatment between the. needs of adults who had
been blocked from -access to normal educational resources, those whose mother tongue
was not an official language, and those who had learning disabilities. For various
demographic reasons, one would expect that the proportions. of such groups. of -adult
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learnérs would be dxfferent in various parts of the country; therefore Laubach’s clients in
Toronto- should ‘be drfferent from: those in, -for example, ‘New Brunswick. The second
;problem: was - for specrahsts in: the: techniqués .of diagnosis- of learmng disabilities to be
advising: volunteers in carrying out' an ambitious project of- workplace litéracy training. It
was pomted out that. the kinds .of learning. programs that voluntary. literacy agencies
normally carry out are‘not: sultable for treatment.of adults with- learmng disabilities. There
1is considerable -interest in th1s chmc to continue to.do- -diagnostic work and-research on
adults with literacy. problems, but the demand is. greater than can be ‘handled.-at _present.

‘My- observation: of this srtuatron is that 1t is'a highly Specialized.and technical. uriit
which has expanded its. mandate because of a growing number: of adult. reférrals and the
project-with -Laubach. Its focus of study is an- important and largely. neglected one in'the

field of adult. literacy. It is willing.to expand its- -énergies in the adult direction but is.

’hmrted in. its: capacities.. - ‘Because..the work is- specrahzed and: techmcal it does not
integrate easrly into -the .current. matnx of -general awareness about adult hteracy

The McLuhan Program .in Ciilture -and. Téchnology has ‘played a part in the
Umversrty of Toronto since. 1963 when President Claude Bxssell -established ‘it as a way
.of fiding ‘a rolé for Marshall ‘McLuhan within' the umversrty Since all the principai
people involved- with the:program were. away during. my time -for . mtemewmg, I did not
get.as much information:as I would have liked. Pléase see- the appendlx for-a copy of the
. page: descn‘bmg the cufyent program from :the 1989/90 University- of Toronto School of
‘Graduate Studies'Calendar, To'the- best of my knowledge it received funding as well as
space.from  the university in its early years. I'do not know how-its current core operations
or -résearch are supported Tt is.now largely a teaching. and’ public education program

-with four courses listed, a niewsletter, series of public lectures, and conférences. All faeulty'

associated -with it are cross-appointed. from-~ther parts: of the umverslty

Because of its ‘strong- assoclatron with Marshall McLuhan and its mandate to
continue his work, the-program is known for its ‘highly abstract and theoretrcal focus.
From personal communication; I know that some members of the adult literacy
practitioner community were. resentful of any public money put.into the program because
they felt-that it was out of touch with-immediate needs in the society around it.. While
theoreticalfesearch int) communications can surely help to-provide- frameworks for other
~ kinds-of.research.into .adult. literacy,. elite. academic [programs.are.a. long social- distance
from the world of the-front line workers and: learners in ahilt lrteracy programs.

An Ontario-wide ‘Literacy and Language ‘Training Resource Centre. has been
-anhounced-in Toronto supported. by the federal, provincial, and municipal governments-to
be operated by the-Metro: Toronto Library Board. From my reading of the press release
of the announcement of the-prdject-on May 24, 1989, a conversation with a representative
of the Communications and Marketing Branch of the Ontario Ministry of Skills

Development, and-an excerpted version" of the feasibility study for the project conducted-
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by. Ogiive, Ogilve .and Compiny, I have gathéred some sense of the project to be
implémented and. the-process that shaped its current form. It appears that the original
plan was_to ‘hiave :a centre in which there would. be a clearinghousé of materials. for
Jlearners ‘and practitionefs,;a service to evalvate néw materials and-to develop and publish

materials, a :(set of) toil .free information %ine(s) that would help learners' .and. their

advocates locate :suitable-services for .them.in all areas: of the province, and .research,
-advisory; and consultative services. As:a result. of .extenisive-consultation with government

people, and geprc.sentétives»bf' formal and-non-formal delivery agencies, it was decided that

thie-Metro Toronto Reference Library (MTRL) should form a centre which would be a

¢learinghiouse-for materials for practitioners and learners:toinclude the."vetting, publishing
-and tdnism'butirlig‘->the ‘best. of locally developed materials." ’ '

In light of most of the. other research centres reported on in this. study, the
feasibility- study-for thé: Toronto centre is particularly interesting. since ‘it results .from
negotiation ot ‘between -academics and national literacy. organizations but between
governments-and ‘literacy -practitioners.. Tt indicates: what can' be expected-to, ‘happen. if
practitioners-are ffeallxasked' for theéir. opinions as well ‘a‘sq.the‘; kinds -of logic of coalitions
that-governments :are likely to want to impose upon a. situatiofi. Also, it.focusses in on

the day to day needs of practitioriers and:governments rather than the theorétical interests

of academics.

_At some poirit.in- the process of the ‘development of the -proposal. for this centre
ESi:-and FSL was added to. adult basic' literacy. as a target for the centre: This is.an
interesting development since E/FSL movements have not acted much in concert with the
adult ‘literacy movement until: recent ‘years although there was:not much friction between
them. Ihave to-assume that the fact that the-provincial government’s link between official
language training and"adult basic. literacy under the rubric ‘of adult: basic-education had.
something to do with the combination-of these focusses-under one centre.

It appears that there was a considerable amount of debate concerning the
sponsorship of telephone hotlines’ where léarners and their-advocates could get information-

. on suitable-local.sources of help. The points of contention seemed-to concentrate on (1)

the ability of iotlines-servicing wide geographic areas to-be able to-keep up to date-on
app:rqp‘.rjgt.e,fihfdrmatio_n;,:andf (2) rivalries; between. existing. hotiines which. were already
estahlished and proposed ones that might encroach on their-existing successes.. From my
recent exerience in evaluating a hotline sérvice on adult education services, I am impressed

‘with. the.amount of work required in. maintaining current information for a local hotliné

much less -including, the ‘skills to. handle the variety of personal problems that- are
communicated in connection ‘with simple requests. for. information .about educational
opportunities. Thus; T-am ot surprised that there was division of opinion about
jurisdictions for telephone hotlines.

“The original proposal seems to have included services from the centre that included
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. “significant.advisory and consultative services" with staff researching particular topics and.
sénding completed research-out _to practitioners 'who required inoré detailed assistance.
In addition, stafd> were to.-determine what .the_‘best’ of- submitted materials were: and to
publish ‘them. The -consultant on: the feasibility -study- wisely nioted' that there: are -no
‘models-on \Wh‘ié\hatq»:‘gdgge‘ the demands for such services. My {ut}derst@nding of the final
-outcome of thq‘jfeaSIbili_ty"studywisuthat it-is left fo thie organizations in support of adult
‘basic literacy, ESL and FSL.to form a-coalition-and come up ‘with a.suitable Pproposal to
:the appropriate:governments to. provide the: research;:advisory and consultative components
thiat. were. recommended in.the original<proposal.
My overview: of this situation is that. it ‘is highly instructive concerning' the
parameters-of a- major consultation with-stakeholders. First of all, academics were not
consulted. If they had’been,: the range of.discussion ‘would -have been-even more complex.
Secondly; governments grappled:with real:programs and policiés which they-had to defend
:and the ‘neéd. to show:that they could- make theS¢~prqgra;“;is‘a‘t_1d‘,polici,¢s work across their
entire jurisdiction, Thirdly, they had'to show:that they were:working in true-consultation
-with significant “(in their terms) members: of their constituency. Advocates and
practitioners. had-to: defend their territory,.successes; and expértise-against being watered
-dovn and submerged.? vithin a larger-identity. There was some:hesitancy about having any
oﬁé‘:_é;ﬁstihg;oi'gaﬁi’z,atjon:vact.-as“thye- host .of .the project.. As an object lesson for the
development of a_national centre: on-literacy research, it should be noted that research,
consulting, and ‘advisory services were set aside as too difficult. to deal with under this
model at ‘this time. It should: also be rioted :that the Francophones, preferred: having
"parallel"services:father than a bilinguai staff that-would handle both English and French
services together; Native representatives wanted to have their own funds .to ‘be -used by’
their 6wn local organizatioris. Variation in.regional coverage to-address differing conditions
across: the province was-an issue, as was-services to practitioners in formal as-well asnon-
formal délivéry systems.

I alked with.Dr. Marie Gilian-of St. Francié Xavier University: She indicated that
the university offers teachei and tutof training in adult literacy through various of its
teaching programs, but- that it does not ‘have a formal.program of research in that area.
Some pressure has-been exerted on the-university to, undertake research of this sort, but
there has-not been sufficient staff to-attempt this. '

Drs. Steve Nofris and-Linda Phillips.of Memorial Universiiy of Newfoundland have
developed-a-proposal for a-centre for research on literacy to be housed in the university’s
Institute for Educational Research and ‘Development, a-department within the Faculty of

Education. The intention is to pursué basic research on literacy among learners of all
ages, but with a focus on younger learrers. “They are pursuing. possible;linkages~with,rthe,
office of thie. provincial literacy policy advisor but recognize-that such a linkage may involve
compromising some of their long-term research goals for those with direct applications and
short-term, visible results. Their reasor for proposing a centre is to provide a focus of
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research .and to'maximize the potential-to make efficient use.of the perspectives of many.
academic. disciplines. The .proposal is-still under consideration by various bodies.

‘Dr. Norris-also-noted that he-and Dr. Phillips had also:taken part, with researchers 5
from. a- number of.other universities, in -the development of a proposal: to. the ‘Secretary s
of ‘State for'Science:and. Technology to create a centre: of excellence. Originally, literacy
was a major: focus in, the topic of the proposal but, as more and moge'fviewpéints were
‘takén into consideration, the topic:became ‘acquisition, production, and use of knowledge
‘in. an information-rich society.” Literacy-is seén as a kind of technology within the larger
topic. The researcli project proposed -by-Norris -and ‘Phillips. in the submission for ‘the
centre-of: excellence .comptetition involves-literacy in:the workplace research. Dr: Norris
sees:such.research as moving out of the: range:of purely-academic work. If this centre of
excellence ‘were to receive funding, it might. change the academic geography of
concentrations-of (adiit) literay research in, the -country.

A Moving.from Canadian. examplés.of institutions-involved with adult literacy, I now
describe the Institute for the Study of Adult Literacy at Penn State University in
‘Pennsylvania. The information I have on this institute comes.only from its:brochure. This
‘brochure: notes:that illiteracy is a-serious problems so "In 1985, the College of "Education

at"Penn ‘State- University established the Institute for the Study of Adult Litéracy as a

vehicle for-using:the resources of a:major land grant institution-to address these issues."
1 have highlighted part of this quote to -emphasize that the university’s -resources-aré at
‘least to some extent supporting the institute. The institute lias a clear mandate: (1)
development and dissemination of a sound concéptual and. research base in the field -of
adultliteracy; (2), improvement-of practice in the field of adult literacy; and (3) leadership
in a: coordinated comprehensive, approach to the delivery of adult literacy services. To
date ‘its: work has involved technology in adult literacy,, intergenerational literacy, staff ‘
. development and training; workplace literacy, and special needs populations.. From their :

.current-prospectus, it appears that most of their projects have been funded by government
agencies, :foundations, and publiskérs. Curriculim development .and-.computer assisted
Jearning' seem to have formed a -considerable part of the kinds of work undertaken,
‘however,. the brochure: also. notes that the: institute -offers -consulting services to adult
literacy educators. The stamp of the university’s interest in the institute can be-seen in
the number of resulting publications and computer programs, ‘many of which the institute :
sells. ' ' B

Ry

Another body with a confusingly similar title to-that of the cne just described is the :
Literacy Reséarch Center of the University of Pennsylvania. Its structure is much like that '
of the centre at Carleton but is on a much Tlarger scale. Tt is associated with the
Utiiversity’s Graduate School of ‘Education.and exists at its discretion. Infrastructure of
the: céntre supported-directly by the-university is -the secondment of Dr. Dan Wagner to
be ditector. Since-he-is tenured faculty, this does .not cost the university-money, but they

misst_replace him in his previous duties in his home department. The Graduate School
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of Education- also. pays for-one-third-of the salary of ar administrative assistant, provides.

the space for the centre, and funds the -centre’s newsletter. All the other activities-of the
.centre -(research and development prajects, colloguiums and: conferences, technical
_ consulting, and' so-on) are funded'through external sources.

Established in, 1983, the centre. has the: gbjeCtivé "to assist the academiic,
professional, and: govérnmental communities by advancing our knowledge -of literacy
through-basic-and.applied-tesearch-anid by-contributing to policy development on literacy-
related problémis. ini the United ‘States -and abroad:” Recent research projects have
involved: biliteracy acquisition and litéracy in multilingual settings; adolescent reading and
writing' -development;: reading and writing development in school-aged children;
microcomputers. and- children’s. literacy; cross-cultural study- of literacy retention in the
Third World; and literacy in-the workplace. In-my intérview with him, Dr. Wagner noted'
that the centre holds-conferences and colloquium series which ‘help to disseminate -the
work of the centre.and develop the network of informal contacts which enrich. the centre’s
work. A considerable number of faculty m:mbeérs: of the university are. listed -as -cross
-appointéd to the centie. He notes that the centre-does not have an advisory- board, but
will get -one. According to ‘him, the:.centre i .not particularly activist. and that the
university does not:care -about service delivery. He would consider expanding the: céntre
through a:consortium arrangement with.other institutions -and ;places-special importance
on networking. thréugh. computer- electronic. mail. In response to a question of mine, he
suggested that.if his centre did'nct haye an identifiable physical location of activity, it
would lose-a lot of nétworking potential because people- would not be able to drop in and
bring their idéas with them.

My. sénse of this centre 2 that it is somewhat more academically oriented than the
Penn State ifistitute, and, -as its name suggests, deals with literacy for children as well as
adults. My feeling is that these ‘bodies are composed .of university people talking to
government péople and corporations;, university. people:get the money atid funders get the
.credibility of having théir work done by a prestigious university. There is no accountability
w0 advocacy: groups much less' learners themselves, but as long as there are enough
:government.and private_contracts available there is no reason for the university to address
such accountability. This is not to-imply, however, that learners' do not benefit. I am
cértainly not one to be critical of such centres in-academic institutions since I have worked

in 6ne for almost a decade. However, as a model for a naticnal centre of research on

adult litéracy, there are accessibility and leadership problems that would have to be
worked out.

-As.something of a contrast with the Pennsylvania institutions, I chose to describe
the Center for Applied Linguistics in Washington D.C. I rdise this example not because
its conneciions with literacy are .central -to :its mandate but because it provides an
interesting institutional.model. Founded several decades-ago with core funding from the
Fo:d Foundation, it is now a private, non-profit .Organization which operates solely on
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grants-it raises for its projects. It is the only U.S. institution devoted solely to language
issues with- a mandate to promote language study and -asssist peoplé in achjeving their
personal; social, and economic goals through better communication. It has four divisions
(English.language-education. and technology, foreign language education and testing, a

reséarchi. division mostly on bilingualism and bilingual -education, and international and

corporate education). It has informal connections with .other institutions through: its
operations- (such as -playing a part in the ERIC cleatinghouse systems) and through
linkages that its staff has with universities, professional organizations and so.on. It has-a

03

rotating: board of directors, usually academics or private sector people, who are selected
throiigh the board’s-nominating-committee. The center operates on about $3.5-to $4
million per year, all generated through grants. About $1 million of that is needed for
central operating experises (rent,. trustees’ costs (but no stipends), and. salaries of central
administrators). They have no:core funding or-éndowments. '

I specifically asked Dr. Dick Tucker, thé President, how he would feel about, having
the centre -affiliated in- some: way with a university. He noted that collaboration with
universities, in his experience, had:been problematic because of the. amount of bureaucracy
universities tend to’have. He also noted'that the centre provides full-setvice to-many of
its constituencies twelve months.a year; this would :not be possii)le if the center were tied
to a ‘university’s cilendar. I then asked if he would like to ‘have core funding from
government or some oOther institution. He said that that would certainly free personnel

up to do much more direct service ‘work, but that he needs an autonomous board of

trustees to do the work necessary.

I have included this centre as an example of a free-standing institution that seems
to have. been able to maintain itself over time, develop a high profile and wide range of
programs, and stay free from réstr'cting -influences of major sources of power such. as
government and universities. My question about this as a model is whether in Canada one

could create the critical mass of start-up money or subsequent grants and income-

generating activities to achieve the same sort of autonomous stability. I also note that,
although it is more. accountable to a range of literacy stakeholders through its board of

trustees,. it. must be influénced in its activities by the sources of its funding.

] In interesting contrast to the previous two exataples, a National Center for Adult
Literacy ‘has been proposed for the U.S. (Alamprese 1988; Chisman 1989) through a study
on the federal role in adult literacy by the Sovithport Institute for Policy Analysis. This
study -proposes a non-for-profit quasi-governmental corporation-under a board consisting
of ex-officio. members from relevant federal departments and other members appointed

by the President with the approval.of Congress. The center would receive $30 million per

year, $10 million for each.cf its three funtions: research; technical assistance and training;
and-policy. analysis. .In addition to in-house work, it could contract work out, enter into
arrangemeits with other bodies, form joint ventures, have a visiting scholars program, and

-undertake revenue generating activities. In addition, three, relevant federal departments
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would be required to spend $7 million each on:adult literacy research in conjunction with
the new centre or otherwise. The report is careful to point out that the proposed
initiative is not intended to swamp existing, work in the-area of adult litéracy and that

“competition_is a healthy stimulus to good work.in research" There is the intention to

coordinate on-going work outside of the national center,:-but not to marshall it entirely.

This proposal is'too:new,.too large, and too complex to comment on in detail kere,

but I will highlight certain aspects that drew my attention in the' dociments. One is that

the tesearch and developmeént agenda is supposed. to-ué created on the advice of "a range
of ‘individuals' involved in basic-skills policymaking, practice and research. The agenda
should.reflect the needs of professionals who are providing basic skillsservices, as well as
those who are engaged in research and model developmént” (Alamprese 1988 p.39). One
seriously ‘wonders how the-voice of the practitioner is going to be: ‘heard. in such a
mammoth and government-heavy organization. In bold type in the published version of

thé proposal is the statement "As its first and highest priority the Center should.develop

-and-assist in the -adoption of nationally recognized perforimance standards to.micasure the

basic skills levels and progress-of learners and to.evaluate the effectiveness of programs’
(Chisman' 1989 p.25). To be .sure, the passage goes .on to note that more than one

measure will be needed,.but the-spectre of the already test-crazed Americans forcing even
more normalizing measures on its marginalized population is not comforting.

On a more positive note, and. one -that has direct elevance to Canadian
circumstancés; it was noted that a Ciuasi-govemmehtal structure was chosen above a centre
within an existing federal-agency so that its work can cut across organizational boundaries
and constituent groups. Also, it appears that the structure of the proposed-center and its
focus on policy ‘analysis was in part intended to help coordinate -policies, programs,
research expenditure, and standards-among the states. '

My personal impression ‘is that an institution this large and so closely linked in
governance o the central: administration of the country presents a frightening prospect of
the whole power structure of the country bearing down on its mayginalized citizens. What
I like:about:it is*its,,poténtial:tOelink:federal-and,state.agenciés in some sort of coordinated
effort. Even if Canada does not establish 2n adult literacy research centre of any sort, it
would be helpful to have some kind of locus for enumerating and describing much less
coordinating the kinds of adult literacy research-and service delivery that currently exist.
Four or five ministries or departments in the federal government and in each of the

provinces and. térritories have some jrivolvemient in adult literacy.

As we leave these examples of U.S. research institutions, perhaps this is the point
at which to report in detail on comments made by one participant in the current study on
the difference in character between Canada and the U.S. in relation to adult literacy
research. He said that he feels that US. research centres are not sensitive to-the kinds
of issues that Canadian researchers are interested in. He said that Canada is more caring,
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more:soéially‘dcvelopcd, and that, in Canada, the government is more involved in social
services, equity issues, public transport, health, ‘edutation, and so on. He finds that
Amierican résearch leansheavily on private enterprise. While these relationships exist in
Canada, they:are not the same. We need tosexamine the partnerships between public
institutions; we are discovering that we have a different kind of society because of
-government toles, for example, in Canadian universities. Therefore, this participant argues,
it is important that the federal government play-a substantial role in supporting a national
centre on-adult literacy research.

I'made an attempt-to get information on research centres on adult literacy outside
“of North America: I interviewed one participant who had fecently spent some time in
Britain studying adult literacy work there. He was under the impression-that there was
no adult literacy research: centre as such in Britain- cither under the aegis of the Adult
Literacy-and Basic Skills Unit (ALBSU) or any-of the universities. This does not at all
mean that adult literacy research is not being condacted there, but only that it is not
centralized iin any onc institution. A number of British universities are renowned for their
work in linguistics. and second language teaching and, of course, aspects-of literacy are:
involved in that, Various kinds of research work are being carried outidin literacy
programs, for example, evaluations, needs assessments, -and oral history work. ALBSU
workers-have promoted the idea of participatory research, an approach. to research that
has grown largely out of the Frierean movement.. The main point-of participatory research
is that it is done by people on problems that concern them and-not on people by external
researchers. (There:is an organization in Toronto dedicated to conducting participatory
research.) '

Anothef participant told me that an Australian Languages Institute was being set
up in Woden, Australia under the Department of Employment, Education, ant Training,
but I did not have the time to get further information on-it. ’

Critical Factors in 8 Model for a National Literacy Research Centre

Any model is only as good as the quality,ahd range of factors that are taken into
consideration iii its design. As the computer people say, "garbage in, gerbage out In

this section, I list a number of questions that arose from the data that can be seen as

factors which participants considered to be important in a model for a literacy research
centre. I have tried to-give a comprehensible order to this list of factors, but most are
interdependent and could come in any order.

A central factor concerns the question of the definition of literacy used and choices
made.as to she scope of the work of the centre within that definition. Several participants
-xpressed concern that a broad and vague scope in addressing literacy research would
quickly render the centre unworkable. It was noted that literacy for adults should be the
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focus, but - everal participants also suggested that questions of intergenerational aspects.
of literacy should be.included in a minor rolé. Research on children’s acquisition -of
literacy is-a‘ huge industry supportéd by educational systems, educational ‘publishers, and
all Canadian universitiés with téacher education programs. Thus, participants ‘generally

. - agreed that research on literacy. acquisition for childrenshould not become a focus in the.

potential new. centre. ‘Several participants: aiS@.:ngjted: that ‘the role-of literacy ‘learning.in
‘English or -French-by. people, particularly. adults, whose. mother tongue is not -English or
‘French. (immigrants and Native. peoples) st{;‘)juldzbevinpludedibut.thatEEng'lish as a second

- *lgngﬁage‘and’Frepch:as»a'squng\'\lag'iguage research should: not ‘be allowed to dominate.

The specific ieeds of adults.with learning disabilities was mentioned as an underrésearched
area. )

The.social, context, in-which [iteracy problems-arise and.are reproduced was noted
as were specific aspects of .Canadian sociéty. in which illiteracy ‘is. pérceived to be a
problem (the workplace, health and social services, citizenship; and so on). Indeed, I
suggest: that -studies of the functions- of literacy-for all citizens would provide a valuable
‘baseline against which to-study: the problems of people with low levels of literacy skills.
‘Research inito the most generic-aspects of literacy-(such as decoding-and encoding skills,
access:to:basic literacy progtamé;stea_ching;apprqaches, and so on) are seen to be-in need
of distinction from the. rcle of literacy skills in tié context of other kinds of ‘learning
(particularly for labourforce participation and the whole field- of adult -basic-education).
Two participanis specifically. stated that:the centre should focus specifically on litéracy and
not:branch out into:the whole field' of -adult basic education. -Orie of thése: participants
further specified: that the -energy for change in literacy work. was:coming from the non-
formal sector' (health- and social development) -and not from formal learning linked to
credentialling: He felt that-faculties of -education:were doing substantial. work-in.the area
of teaching methods so these were not:in great need of research: Two other participants
spoke strongly -in favour of résearch and support. of adult literacy work relating to the
formal sector.. .Several jparticipants. noted the need for research on speciﬁcaily Canadian
issues -and solutions. Most participants felt that setting the-scope of work for the centre
would be difficult, but that . other factors, such -as who would fund it andset its general
agenda would-influeace this decision- strongly. ‘

A second, -closely related factor -involves identifying the stakeholders and their
particular needs. ‘A list-of stakeholders might include literacy learners, literacy program
delivery practitioners, literacy. advocacy agencies and. organizations, employers, labour,
health and social service workers, the media and others involved in communication
(technology), government services (for example, corréctions), politicians, -academics, and
research consultants, Such-a list might be broken down into categories in several different
ways. ‘One:way might be to-divide those who support study to improve society to better
meet the needs of peoplé with low levels of literacy from those who want- research into-
ways of getting: illiterates to conform tc the literate demands of the rest of society.
Arnother division suggested was between (1) learners who have had barriers to-training and
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’formai: education, < - Jedrners' whose mother -tongue. is not English or Frbnéh, and (3)

learnefs who have learning disabilities. Yet another. distinction was-between client groups

- “from:specific ethnic andiljﬁ‘guistié‘backgrounds—-Anglophoncs, Francophones, Allophones,

Native:people; it was suggested that they ¢ach may.need their own (autonomous) centres.
or programs’ of research. Similarly, it was suggested that regional differences were
important.an that separate institutions or-branches of a realistic centre might have to be
set up across the country. A further way-t0 categorize stakeholders might be to distinguish
between-(1): those who are likely'to be.the subjects of resedrch, (2): those:who are-likely
to -conduct. research, and (3) those who are likely to sponsor research for their own
purposes; as will be suggested. below, these: latter groups ‘aré not necessarily mutually
‘exclusive. It is critical to keep in mind that a number of bodies purport to speak for
learners, but the <legitimacyof‘that;spblg§smaﬁship‘Sh()uld*aIWays. be scrutinized. Finally,
distinctions. were. made between literacy workers who. focussed: ‘on. literacy in social
development -and' those ‘whese work rélated ‘to preparing leainers to get credentials
through the formal system, including schools. and. programs in many post-secondary

institutions for. adults. Non-formal .educational facilities in particular cross many
jurisdictional boundaries. Stakeholders- and -their roles in models of. potential research
centres. will ‘be raised continually below, Not the least reason for this is that their
involvement in.ihe*ins‘itutioi;,hasﬂ‘eire‘rything«tozdowithf their sense-of ownership in the

outcomies and thus their willingness to- cooperate in - implementing ‘resulting findings.

A systematic needs analysis among all stakeholders must be conducted ard-then a
process by. which -the. power. relations ‘and resources available from all -parties for a

résearch institution would need to be negotiated to decide on the definition of literacy and
pricrities for research for the centre. Ensuing from- such decisions would be further
decisions on a-number of lower order factors. One would be what kind of research would
be-conducted. Some types of research thdt are seen by some- as contrasting include
quantitative/qualitative; positivistic/naturalistic; participatory/researcher driven;
‘theoretical/applied; demographic or survey/locally focussed. Those not closely involved.in
research should be warried that there is.considerable passion in many quarters with regard
to the distinctions between various kinds of research approaches. Some -stakeholders
clearly favour -some, types of research- over others out of ethical stances, ‘habit, practical
need, -institutional biasses, and so-on. For example, one workplace-oriénted*participant
described a considerable list of possible research studies that needed to be done, but each

of them was'a survey: He also emphasizqd‘the need to conduct. studies so that results
could:be compared with those from other countries so that we could have a sense of how

Canada was doing comparatively. An academic participant-noted that “universities don’t
get-any marks for non-theoretical, development work." Evidently, some stakeholders trust.
and benefit-from some ‘types.of research while others do not. Thus models for:a literacy
research -centre miust take into-account questions of who benefits from-certain types of
research, what levels-of credibility are attached to.different kinds of research, and what

kinds of questions are best addressed by various research models. Since a research centre
will' have to také a stand on research methods, hire or select researchers with certain
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qualiﬁcatidns,.axjd;maké ‘on-going decisions about ‘specific research projects, questions of

orienitation: to researc method: aré important from the béginning. In- sum, reséarch
‘methods-must be chosen' to suit the: topic to be researchéd; however, -researchers’ and

_stakeholders’ preferences -for certain kinds of researck methods may force unsuitable

method;‘:oﬂ some projects or even cause .some topics to be ignored because they are not

‘amenablé ~to;pre'f_er:ed*ldpds of research.

Intimately tiec -to the above-issue is the question -of who will do the -vesearch..
Resolutions to questions raised about what kind-of research will -be-conducted will: have
a strong impact on the-hiring of staff for the centre or selection of boards or personnel
to -make policy on- the centré’s program- of résearch, to conduct in-house _research,
adjudicate proposals; to hire consultants and other researchers, to evaluate results,-and so
on. Possible researchers include academics, literacy practitioners, learnets, -consultants,

‘representatives - who- advocate for 'pedple:'wit'h- low literacy -skills, -and representatives of

- .

people -who want" rtain groups. of :pecple to ‘measure up to- pre-determined- literacy

P amdards. - There will be differences of opinion about. the skifk expetience, credentials,

S seessary to qually to be a researcher. OF course, various Kinds o

résgaréh will dictate-to some- extent what kinds of researchers are appropriate.. However,

gioups of stakeholders are still-likely ‘to. disagree .in this regard. I was' told by two

participants, for .example, that a report on literacy research written by literacy-advocates
in Ontario- stated that literacy. research -should be -conducted only by learners and

practitioners. No doubt some other Stakeholderswou}d not.agree: (I-have not seen-this
" report myself) Three academic participants noted difficulties. théy had. encountered in

working cooperatively on a ‘research. project with non-academics. If the centre is:
associated with certain types.of institutions (particulatly universities or governments), strong
‘hiring restrictions may be- placed. on ‘the kinds of people who can be considered for

research positions. Also, the ownership and credibility of the outcomes of pieces of
research are certain to relate- differently to different stakeholders depéending on the
researchers’ qualifications and experience..

“The next set of factors concerns who sets the research agenda. This question, of
course, is' closely related- to-how the centre is funded and what its mandate is. Under
vaious circumstatices,-the agendamight be set by government, major funders, academics,
leadership. within the centre, advocacy -groups or other stakeholders through consultation,

- and-so on. The funding agency or agencies might play.a strong role in setting this agenda

in the first place by. influencing the mandate, or it/they might arrange for othersto.set the
aggndalmgndate, A board of directors, -advisory board, or an executive: director might
have a major. influence on the mandate and-on the continuing evolution of the agenda.
If the centre is set up to do all the: research internally, then. tight control might -be
maintained on the agenda: However, if would-be researchers are permitted to submit
proposals to the céntre for research funding, then a considerable amount of control might
be relinquished to such researchers. Similarly, if a significant portion of the research done

in the centre is based on contracts with external parties, then some control will move to
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such external parties. There are-many possibie configurations:to the locus of control-in
‘a-research institution.

The factors surrounding how the agenda gets set are closely related to the previous
point. The mandate or the fﬁhding,agencies?;‘r’elétibns with the centre may determine with
little flexibility from-the beginning how research -decisions- are made. However, a board
.of -directors may be set: up with -considerable freedom within the mandate to make
decisions-and- alter or expand policy-directions. Also, -a- strong executive director can use
many -approaches to. influence-the direction of the centre’s policy: ‘Governments or other
funding bodies may choose to dictate the. ‘mandate and year-by-year policy -entirely.
Altérnatively;. all research might be conducted simply through funding adjudicated
proposals received from the public. Initial or regular, on-going. needs -assessments Of
consultations ‘can be used to éstablish the origina! mandate and to influence policy

annually. Special relationships might e set ‘up- with, sigriificant stakeholder bodies who-

would ri:n'ﬂuence policy’ or would' actually select projects that they wanted to--have
fesearched: Relationships with other g‘rantit)g;agencies' such as-the SSHRC-or the MRC

or private sector interests: ght aiso be established to jointly adjudicaté and even support

projects. The: poténtial for. combinations and permutations of sich possibilities are-

virtually endless.

7 Related to the questions of what the scope-of literacy research-topics is to-be, what
kinds -of research are to-be conducted,.and who sets the agenda.is the-question of what
work othei'"tl;an“xjo@qarch’ will-be done in- the centre. ‘Some possibilities, which- may or
may not be considered _esearch, include- monitoring and analysis of policy and-practices
in niational; provisicial or local literacy, program delivery, evaluations of literacy programs
and/or miaterials, dissemination of information through conferences, workshops, and
clearinghouses, test. development- and ‘implementation, clinical assessment .of leamners,
research design advice to- groups in the public, teacher training, and even ‘think tank’
‘meetings. No..matter how- firmly the centre sets its agenda/mandate to exclude such
services, it will be constantly requested to provide them. There may be good reasons to
include-some or all of-such sefvices within the operations of the centre because they. may
‘help to support of complement certain (other) kinds of research. Cooperative
arrafigements might be made between the centre and. other bodies which specialize in
certain services. For example, one-of the participants mentioned research connections he
“had through his -work in-assessing learning disabilities. If none of these kinds-of services
is included in.the-mandate. of the centre, the centre could still act as a clearinghouse of
clearinghouses in order to refer requests on to appropriate service deliverers. Although
offering even this superficial‘level of service may ‘be costly, it is likely to have payoffs in
terms of -public perception of the usefulness of the centre.

Funding and in-kind support for a- literacy research centre could come from a

variety of sources—governinent, the private sector, charitable sources, administrative
overheads charged to clients who_have research done in the centre, Or revenue generating
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.projects of the -centre (such.as-consulting fees, publishing, fees for assessment services,
training services, and ‘the like): The interesting questions-here :are not the sources: of
fiinding ifi themselves, but the possible combinations. A workplace-otiented: participant
noted that research clients (at least.those he:was familier with) took the results of research
studies more-seriously if they hiad paid for them. Seven-of the participants mentioned
modéls that had-a significant component of tesearch paid for by contract-clients.. Three
participants -noted: that it was valuablé to. have :government funding involved for the
upressed purpose of strengthéning ties within. ahd among governmerits on the -adult
literacy. issue.. ‘However, two -participants- preferred’ not to- have' government funding

‘becaiisé of the- strings .attached to it Some .of the possible combinations of types of
funding-are éxemplified in the models :described. above. Since funding is likely to-be a
driving force -behind the shape of -any ‘eventual centre, its mandate, ‘and activitiés, close
-attention must be paid to prospects-for funding: ‘Since people. with low levels. of literacy
skills strongly tend to be among;those with least power and fesources in-our society:there
{s.cvery likelihood-of critical tensions arising: concerning the mandate of the centre and
its (potential). sources of:support. In other words; if learners have no monetary resources.
to bring to the-(able, can they-get on the agenda? :

. Anumber of participants raised the question of the duration of the centre. None

of them explicitly said that it should be set up to last indefinitely, but-concerns weré-voiced
that certain factors, particularly funding, would limit its term of existence. One participant
linked the duration ofthe céntre to the-quality of its leadership and-personnel. Another.
participant cited. an. éxample. where a consortium of funders -established a. social
development -institution; The people hired -to -do ‘the work turned into a group of
-managers, spending their time looking for. further-résearch money so-that ‘the institution
could fhaintain -itself. Such experiences are -common in..small -institutions. Several
participants noted the need for sufficient start-up funding so that the centre could- get
established and"1ocate its own sources of income. Certainly, if the centre were to be-set
up with an explicit time limit, its mandate and activities would have to be most clearly
specified on the basis of a thorough needs analysis.

The final-critical factor is the structure of the centre itself. It is the culmination
of -considerations- of all the above factors -and more. The next section of this report
addresses this question by- outlining some of the.classic possibilities.

-

~N.

- Models for Possible Adult Literacy Research ‘Centres

I hope that it is clear-from the discussion ‘above- that the scope of possibilities for
content. and: format of adult literacy research centres is extensive and complex and that
existing research.institutions have undertaken only specific parts of this potential according
to their interests and resources. In this section, various institutional hosts of research.
centres will be discussed in-terms of the advantages and disadvantages they might lend to
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privéte sector,. andigovernment, although various options will be described within each.

As I noted:in the introduction, among the group-of stakeholders-there is likely to be a

" divergence ‘of: opinion: concerning what-research is and how: it should be- accomplished.
Thus, after. a general description of. each type of institution in which a research centre
could be lodged, I will:outline the attitudes T imagine certain groups of stakeholders would
‘take. : '

the sitaation. T-have-divided-the discussion into three sections:. universities, NGOs and

. Centres-within Universities

_ In my experience, universities. are inclined- to.prefer quantitative, positivistic, top
down, theoretical.and. demographic research because-that is what they get rewarded for
in-their 'gStéﬁlef’fﬁdjudimtibn, bt they can be convinced-to do other kinds of research
eitl_;er“b\eéa;}_,ise?the.'g’;ljénth the topic demand it or because some of their faculty members
believé in it..In general, they will-do-anything. (ethical) i their faculty i interested in it,
if théy are paid for. it,-and if they-are allowed to-use the data 10 write- theoretical articles
on. They will éxercise strongcontrol on the agenda, the research- design, and who does
the.research-(théir own faculty, staff, or others who meet their critéria).. There will be
‘puréaiicracy. ‘within the university which must be atterided to. They will require
administrative overheads. Although these overheads may not bé higher than costs incurred
in other-models, the client-will have no control over how-they-are spent. Universities are
inclined. to seem threatening or hostile to-some stakeholders. in the literacy field.

Advantages to-having a research centre in a university. include: knowledge and
experience with research methods; a grounding in what is already known in the academic
Titerature; an administrative structure; a financial structure that can accommodate cash flow
problens;-access to useful services such as-fibraries and teqhgical-sewiéés;—go‘od:credibility
of the findings; Spgcé-io'house‘p,rojects;,aiidvagpess to various sorts of academic expertise.
Disadvantages include: identification with-one institution in one: geographic location, usually

~ with only one-official language as.the medium of -comriunication; may ‘be influenced by
rivalries ainong a group of -uriiversities; access largely only to faculty and staff in that
university and others within their networks-of colleagues; may be expensive relativé to
other options because’ of overheads and costs of researchers’ salaries; may impose a lot
of administrative red tape; the ahnual schedule of events that dominate the university may
interéfere with-project schedules; may be perceived as inaccessible-and elitist; and may not
be-sensitive:to the needs-and interests of all stakeholders. Please-note that universities
différ- considerably in thése -factors.

There are several-options within the_ university model for research centres. The

classic¢ centre is the- soit exemplified by the University of I’ennsylvaniafcentré which was
initiated’ by the university, partially funded by it, and is largely self-supporting by the.
: research projects it attracts. It has a high profile, good networks with academics:
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throughout the ‘university. ‘itself and through: ‘ottside contacts. The interests of -the

Tesearchers and:those of project sponsors direct:the contént of ‘the work. It is not service.

oriented and spends some of its €nergies drawing the theoretical relevance out of the work

done. Anbther?possﬂailits'mjgbt‘bs to credte a centre run by & consortium of universities..
This-option:‘would"€xtend” tlie pool of researchers and might cover more regions and

official language ‘bases. The administrative refations. woild ‘have to be:carefully worksd

out and constantly monitored for tensions. An example.is the joint centre. between the-

University of Tquﬁ;_d and York ‘Univvérsivtyon-east“Asiag:stgdips.v Another option that is.

popular currently is for-governments-to offer money to-establish centres of excellence in
one or-aconsortium of universities. Usually, the government sets criteria for such-centres
and ¢ntertains bids: Although it i sometimes effective;in creating consortia of universities
‘which cover wide geographic:areas of the country, this process:often forcés- universities to
skew- their normal programs and facilities to accommodate the gcvernment’s critefia. It
can exacerbate rivalriés among universities, sometimeés makes for strange bedfellows, and,
according to Gne participant in this study, centres of .excellericé never last. A final
possibility is for a governirerit or private- group to:set-up an endowed chair at-a university
t5:-promote study of a -particular topic. - While this: option is more likely to enhance
teachinig than research, it'is possible fof such a-position to generate a focus of interest that
eventually results in a program of .research. ‘

Research. centres in universities -are- normally associated with -one academic
department such as psychology, sociology, etc. However, the point.of. having -a- research
<2nitre ‘in a university is. that researchers from all across: the institution can bring their
expertise t0 ‘bear on-the topic in question.. If the interests-of learners,. practitioners, and
governments. focus on materials development, methodology, outreach to-learness, and so
on, as the MTRL feasibility study might suggest, then oné participant thinks that' these
topics are slightly more likely to get a sympathetic hearing in a faculty of education than
elsewhere in-a universitj. However, some faculties of education are conservative and are
not sensitive to ‘issues in- non-formal education.

If numbers-miean anything in this. less than systematic survey, I submit that five
participants considered that a-national research centre on adult literacy should be housed
in a university setting; Perhaps it will be no surprise for the reader to learn that all of
these work .in- research .units in universities, Nine other participants, some from
universities, felt rather strongly that a national centre should NOT be housed in a
university. I would-add my-name to the latter list-as well. These meaningless numbers
aside, most participants ‘saw ‘a national centre, created in whatever form, -as involving
people from all kinds of backgrounds and"institutions, including universities.

Non-Governmental Organizations
Setting. up an. adult literacy research centre in an existing non-governmental
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‘orgeaization might get around some of ‘the problems associated with.universities such as
their elitist image; their focus -on-academically. ‘réspectable’ work, théir identification with

a specific. geographic. location, arid thei rigid structures. 1If it were worth their while and

suited their mandate, many existing: NGOs iight be ‘pleased to: house an .adult literacy

research centie: Scme possibilities that .come to mind, if one thinks of the various

staieholders in-adult literacy, might be the Movemeit for Cariadian Literacy, the Canadian

Council for Social Development, -the International Reading. Association of Canada, the
Conference Board, the Canadian Labour Market -and. Productivity Centre, thé Canadian
Council o~ Learning Opportunities for Women, and so on. The evident concérn here is
the acceptability of the niandate of-the host NGO -to all .of the -stakeholders. It seems
fairly clear that:noné of the above: mentioned.possibilities would be.universally acceptable.
The feasibility study cited above for the Ontario Literacy and Language Training Resource
Centre- provides -an-indication. of the.strong feelings among at least some groups of

stakeholders that coalitions and consensus.decision making is.preferred by them to letting.

any-one established organization -take. the lead role. Even if an existing NGO with a
suitable mandate  were to be- found, one would: have to be sure that it had the stability,
administrative structure, léadership potential, and capacity to undertake the task of hosting

a research centre. NGOs differ greatly:in such regards. If a group- process of trying, to

decide-on an NGO that eoiild. be accepted widely were not to sicceed, perhaps orie major

stakeholdér might strike out on its own to establish such a centre in the-hopes of gathering

‘support of other stakeholders over the ‘long -term.

An alternative to choosing an existing. NGO to housé. a national research centre
would be-to create an independent institution specially for-that function. The Ceriter for
Applied Linguistics in Washington provides an example of an NGO that was set up
specifically to-be a.research.centre for a- specific purpose. It required foundation money
for core support in order to -get it operating, but it. now exists independently of
governments-or-universities. It opérates onthe format of a strorg president who: reports

to a board of trustees. One would like to know more -about its history and its

relationships with relevant U.S. stakeholders in order to ascertain the applicability- of this
model to.the cuirent situation in Canada. Of patticular-interest-is the question of whether
it was-formed as a.result of cooperative action-among a large group of vocal-stakeholders
or whether it was the work of a smail group-of leadérs. It would be difficult to create an
institution. like CAL if it had to account to a large group of stakeholders .and work on a
consensus decision making basis. However, if the Canadian stakeholders were prepared
to-put their confidence in.a small leadership group-and. if limited tcim financing were
made-available to get the institution running, ‘this model might ‘be possible.. Several
participants made -a- point of indicating their preference for the development of a
completely new organization. Ofe of these noted that it was easier to start up a new
init"ative if one did not first have to circumvent-or -get rid of the deadwood in an existing:

‘organization. The other said that the new centre should be "new born" without all the old

associations with universities, colleges; or other non-educational institutios.
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Up to this-point we have been considering only-those ‘kinds of organizations which
normelly teceive funding-for research to.be ‘conducted ‘in-housé -or-in collaboration with
other bodies.. However, under thembrig:’Qf‘nq'ri-go‘iernm&mta}Organiza;ions—Qne must not
ignorefoundations which have a pooliof money to be. given out for résearch-on the basis
of adjudication. Foundations can be powerful in the field -of research since their boards
set ‘policy. and decide on which proposals will be funded. Not only- are there private

- foundatioiis, but.there dre public ones as well,-such as:the Trillium:Foundation in Ontario.

One major value in having an-organization which funds tesearch on the basisof proposals

is that:it lets people. in the field direct, to-some extent at-least, the agenda for research
through the -proposals they present. The_problem with a foundation as an-option for-a

research centre is that it leaves.virtually.no option for dialogue between and among would-
‘be researchers eitheér to-develop collaborative -proposals or to link research. projects with
‘other 'kinds. of -sefvice provisions. ‘Certainly, represéntatives of a -wide range of

étakeboldqrs‘~¢ouIQ- sefvé on-the ‘board in.order to set. policies' that AWogl_c“xiteﬂgeqt-a wide
fange-of néeds:- ‘However,:the -foundation:would have. to. have.a great.deal of mioney to
give-out in order'to provide more than -a.pittance to-€ach .area of concern. The board

could conduct:regular needs-assessment in order to set priorities for programs.of funding.
I am-heésitant to-comment further-on thiis topic.because I do not know enoagh about the
legislation- surfounding. foundations or about the history; of foundations in various types of
social service work. The only-point T wish to leave. here. is-that the establishment of a
foundation. is orie-option that could-be éxplored:

Finally, in this:section, one ‘¢annot rule out the possibility that a private (corporate)
sector-organization could-establish a centre for research on adult literacy. Such an option,
-anless strongly philanthropic in nature, would be likély. to raise-concerns among a_number
of the stakeholders. Tt seems -that any one organization with enough money to support

a research centre-would ‘éither-just do its own in-house research or créate a foundation.

‘Government Research-Centres

If government were to undertake control of adult literacy- research, there are at
least four- options for delivery. One would be ‘to have a granting program within one
government department to-which would-be researchers would propose to do research
projects.. The:policies and:criteria on which these grants w juld-be given could-be set by
the government department itself, or in conjunction with an advisory body of stakeholders.
While, like the foundation option, this would. give a wide variety of researchers across the
country. the chance to compete, it would.fot-encourage cooperative action. .Also, such a
program would be distrusted for potential influence by the political process. In- addition,
there would have to be some demonstration-that:the people adjudicating the proposals had

', suitable éxpertise. As-noted.in-the. proposal for a federal centre for adult literacy research
‘. in the U.S,, as described above, such a program -housed in one department alone weuld
. 20
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. notbe dikely to'take:advantage of afly poténtial for linkages among the various federal and
. .provincial departmerts;and, wministries whose work impacts .on-adult litéfacy. ;‘
_ Asecond-option would be to give additional funids to thé federal granting councils -4
: (SSHRC, NSERG, and MRC) specifically. for ‘Tesearch .on adult literacy. Since finding :
© from these councils s accessible -almost Exclusively by academics, non-academic
. stakeholders would be most likely to object to this option. A thitd possibility could be for
N a,government:department:to do all the research.in-house or through tendeted coritracts. o
o Concerns would doubtless be raised -about the raiige of expertise available in the ?i
-departmental staff, and stakeholders wouid almost cértinly object to their. lack of ‘influence e
=~ iOvér-the research-agenda.. 2
‘A fourth option. imight bé a quasi-governm:ntal body as described is the U.S. ;
o proposal.above. ‘This proposal certainly provides. for miany ways in which experts and
: interested:parties. could interact to-raise and-solve-problems. While- money. would-be -put

in by the government; ‘there would -also ‘be opporturities for revenues to-be generateéd -
: - through fees.and overheads. This-option. has at least two:limitations in the.Canadian o
context. One-is that it seems.unlikely that furiding-on-a large scale would: be available,

o indeed, on.a.large enough scale to create critical mass-of activity-that would be likely to

¢ sustéir‘;.i,ts»éifé ‘Secondly, -and this.is probably. a. flaw in the U.S. proposal as well, thére is

¢ considerable distriist of government among a- number. of significant stakeholders to the-

g extent.that the credibility of the centre would be undér constant political attack. As noted

~* " abové;.a positive feature of the proposed-model.-is that it could create the opportunity for

~ various arms of governments to work together on interlocking issues related -to adult
literacy. * ‘ ‘

 Strategies for Creating an Acceptable, Workable Model

In order to take examplés-and opinions such as those described above and apply
‘them-in decision making for the creation.of an-actual'working reseach facility, a- certain
body of factual: information is- needed. First, one needsan inventory of current activity
in support of adult literacy including-what kinds and levels of activities are being pursued, ;
by whom, fuiided by whom, and coordinated (if at all). under what auspices. -Evidently,
there is a:practical level of depth to which one could go in. collecting such information . :
Even problems- encountered in doing an -inventory could. be useful in understanding
probleris that a national centre-would have to address, ‘Secondly, a rationalized sample
of stakeholders should be-surveyed in.a systematic needs assessment. What, from their
points of view, needs .to be done and where should priorities be placed? Finally, an
; analysis-of these results should be conducted to ‘indicate where the-gaps in knowledge and
development are-(type and quantity), and whiy. these. gaps exist. In'my view, this analysis

should" also include brainstorming on aspects of adult literacy that may have. been

:' overlooked, for .example ‘ways in which various facets of Canadian. society can work to
: make literacy less difficult "and. demanding, especialiy for the general public. The y
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inventory, needs assessment, and the .analysis should result in-an overall picture of the
scope of the adult literacy field and an identification of priorized areas which need
attention,

With this information:as. background, one-could then conduct a feasibility study for
a rgs,earch’ce_ntré.&Fi_rst, one could look at the human and institutional expertise available
and. match that with the identified needs. Second, one could look at who would' be

prepared t6 commit monetery and in-kind support to ‘certain kinds of work. If, as I

suspect, the result ‘would -be that various kinds. of facilities would be identified as
appropriate for different kinds of work, thien one.question would -be whether the work of

such. facilities ought to be coordinated or left to. carry on on their own. Also if, as I

suspect,.that financial resotirces will be-attracted more to some areas of work than others

(regardless of the priorities arising from the needs assessmerit), how does one work toward

a'more equitable distributioi?

Thus far in this-section I have been describing a process that might. be seen as-a
necessary prerequisite for establishing. a model for .a nationai research centre on.adult

-literacy. However;this discussion could also be seen as a description of the mandate of

a small on-going body that would b a national coordination centre for research on adult
literacy. Given the number and disparity of the stakeholders in the adult literacy field 2nd
the wide scope of issues, such a. coordination centre might be the most effective federal

- ¢ontribution to adult. literacy.

If the views of the participants- in this study are at all representative .of the field,r

it seems obvious that any national research: centre on adult literacy would have to be
multi-faceted in its targets, services, regional accessibility, clients, sources of expertise, and
means of doing research and getting research-done. The alternative would be to choose

a highly restricted mandate from within the larger scope. If the latter were used as-an

opportunity to sor¢ out with the provinces and other jurisdictions which responsibilities
belonged: to whom, this. would be a useful exercise.

I can’t resist the temptation to outline my own preferred options. ‘One is the
national .coordination centre for research on adult litefacy as noted above. I would see
it as funded federally and/or -provincially for five years. It would-be a new NGO with a
board of trustées, and executive director, and a permanent staff of two or three. It would.

- receive federal and/or provincial funds to do the inventory, needs assessment, and analysis

described above. Eurther research into certain issues raised in this process' would be
conducted,.again with federal and/or provincial funding or funding from other sources if
appropriate. Researchers could be hired by the centre on a temporary basis to work on:
specific projects, and contractual arrangements with other institutions could also be entered
into.for some-asects-of the work. At the end of the five years, enough: information and
experience would have been accumulated so ‘that a decision ‘could be made on a
permanent solution. The centre might be kept on intact with government support; it might
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capital for the'foundation.

bécome (partially) self-financing; it might-be given a specific mandate; it might be changed
in_structure; it might-be disbandéd; etc. Because I believe ‘in- the value of focussing on

process rather than on product, I like this solution because time would be allowed for
athering information and experimenting with ‘options.

Xl

My second preferred option is a combination of a centre like the Center for
Applied. Linguistics and a foundation. I like: CAL because of its independence from
governments and academe although- it can work for and with them' if appropriate.
However, T worryabout organizations that have to be self-financing. They are ultimately
under the control of those who can-afford to pay for research. Therefore, T woul 1 add
a-foundation-to this model $o that would-be researchers from across the country can apply
for funding to do the work that they see as important. Thus, this solution allows for
control: of the agenda and input to-a fairly wide range of interested parties. This option
would . require- core support from government or elsewhere for about five years in order
to-get the centre established: It would also require a large sum of meney to be the
'I would prefer to see the foundation money come from private
or corporate sources, but there are other- possibilities, such as revenues from a lottery (viz.
the Trillium Foundation). '

I conclide by noting the comment ‘by one of the participants that there is no
perfect. model for a national research centre; It is the people not the structure that make

the. difference. )From my experience in many kinds of ‘organizations, I entirely agree.
Leadership i - -€iyihing.
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‘Constantine Kapsalis, Canadian Labour Market and Productivity Centre

. Audrey Thomas

Appendix

Participants in this Study

Paul Belanger, Institut de recherche appliquee sur le travail

Arthur Bull, Ontario Ministry of Skills Development

John Cairns, Professor. Emeritus, University of Guelph

Roy Fisher, Registrar, School of Graduate Studies, University of Toronto
Rubin Friedman, Secrétary of State for Multiculturalism

Marie: Gillan, St. Francis-Xavier University
Stan Jones; Carleton University ‘

Joanne Linzey, National Literacy Secretariat

Steve Norris, Memorial University of Newfoundland

Walter Pitman, OISE

David Ross; Canadian Council-on Social Development

Doris Ryan, University of New Brunswick

Michael Skolnik, OISE

Peter Snowdon, Communications and Marketing, Ontario Ministry of Skills Development

Dick Tucker, Center for Applied Linguistics

Dan Wagner, University of Pennsylvania

Jim Waghex, Brock University

(Please-excuse any misspellings or garblings of names of participants or their affiliations.

I'did-all ' my work over the telephone.)
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